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Reviewed by Yukiko Koshiro, Nihon University College of International Relations1 
 

he Teahouse of August Moon, an immensely popular comedy about a failed 
American effort to govern Okinawans under the U.S. military occupation, had four 
incarnations between 1951 and 1970: as a best-selling novel, an award-winning stage 

play, a Hollywood box-office hit, and a Broadway musical. Its run roughly corresponded 
to the span of the U.S. military occupation of Okinawa. Its popularity and longevity 
makes Teahouse an ideal case for examining the intersection of popular culture and 
American public sentiment about U.S. foreign policy. In his study of Teahouse, Nicholas 
Sarantakes, a U.S. diplomatic and political historian, reveals a media and public that were 
attracted to this narrative of American troubles ruling Okinawa yet ultimately disengaged 
from actual U.S. foreign policy. In showing the failure of Teahouse to influence U.S. policy 
in Okinawa, Sarantakes offers a cautionary tale for those using a cultural approach to 
diplomatic history.(3) 
 
Perhaps the most popular and well-known presentation is the film version, Teahouse 
(1956). The story takes place in the fictitious village of Tobiki during the American 
military occupation of Okinawa. The film depicts the efforts of Captain Fisby and Colonel 
Purdy III to reform (democratize/Americanize/modernize) the villagers’ way of life, which 
inadvertently takes Fisby on a slapstick journey of ‘going native.’ With the help of Sakini, 
a genial, English-speaking Okinawan, Fisby gradually comes to find Okinawan ways 

1 The reviewer would like to thank Elizabeth H. Lee for her stimulating comments on a first draft of 
this essay. 
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enchanting. He allows the villagers to determine what is in their own best interest, and 
helps them to build a self-sustaining economy in the traditional Okinawan way as well as 
to realize their dream of building a traditional teahouse served by geisha girls. When 
Purdy discovers they did not build the Pentagon-shaped school as ordered, he commands 
Fisby to destroy the teahouse. However, the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers 
(SCAP) identifies the Tobiki village as a model of American-style democracy based on 
popular will and approves the teahouse. The story ends with Fisby and the happy villagers 
celebrating together. The original novel (1951), with slightly different characterizations of 
Fisby and Sakini, ends less dramatically; it emphasizes the happy and organic economic 
development of the village, with Purdy finally accepting Fisby’s cooperative efforts with 
the villagers. 
 
Teahouse was a unique cultural phenomenon during the Cold War because it poked fun 
at Washington’s foreign policy and the American public cheered and roared at it. Many 
recent studies of American foreign relations with a focus on culture have examined the 
global extent of America’s cultural influence and American efforts at spreading the gospel 
of modernization, together an attempt at achieving the cultural integration of the world, 
in other words, cultural imperialism. Teahouse was an exceptional case because it 
ostensibly ran against the dominant thought of the time. Nonetheless, Teahouse did not 
alter U.S. foreign policy or change American public opinion about Washington’s world 
affairs.  Sarantakes shows that the creative process that led to its critically acclaimed and 
commercially successful adaptations diluted its political message, much to Washington’s 
delight, and that the American public did not register the plot’s political implications. 
 
In his earlier Keystone: The American Occupation of Okinawa and U.S.-Japanese 
Relations,2 Sarantakes delineates the controversial nature of the colonial administration 
of Okinawa and criticizes Washington’s strategic calculation of using Okinawa for 
double-containment against communist China as well as a potentially dangerous Japan. 
Sarantakes is sympathetic to the novelist Vern Sneider, who wrote “The Teahouse of 
August Moon” in 1951, based on his experience as a member of a U.S. military government 
team on Okinawa from April to September, 1945. According to Sarantakes, Sneider 
wanted to tell the readers how the policies of U.S. military government on Okinawa were 
based on U.S. national interests and had little to do with the interests of the island’s 
population. Sneider wanted to send a message to Washington: if the Americanization 
program continued turning a blind eye to traditional Okinawan culture, it would sooner 
or later provoke clashes with the islanders and in the long run damage U.S. occupation 
policies (5). 
 
Sneider’s novel became a best seller. The press praised it as a “humorous fantasy,” a work 
which had “some fun, some satire, and a very neat moral lesson all wrapped in the same 

2 Nicholas Evans Sarantakes, Keystone: The American Occupation of Okinawa and U.S.-Japanese 
Relations (Texas A&M University Press, 2000). 
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package”(8). Seeing a potential box-office success, the playwright John Patrick bought the 
rights to the novel and adapted it for the stage. Patrick, according to Sarantakes, had no 
interest in critiquing U.S. foreign policy. Seeking a bigger audience for Teahouse, he 
“neutered” Sneider’s political messages in his stage play and emphasized the comedic 
elements arising from the contact between two cultures (8-9). Laughter also occurred at 
Washington’s expense. Despite Sneider’s fury at the stage adaptation of his allegory, 
Patrick’s strategy worked (10-11). The play won the 1954 Tony Award for Best Play and 
Pulitzer Prize for drama. However much they enjoyed Patrick’s version, American 
audiences did not subsequently criticize Washington’s foreign policy. 
 
Seeking to capitalize on his success, Patrick sold the screen rights to MGM studios (16). 
He wrote the script and adopted his play for the silver screen. By that time, Hollywood 
was more attuned to the theme of U.S.-Japanese friendship in the Cold War. In the 1956 
film version, the director Daniel Mann merged the images of Okinawa with those of 
Japan. To add authenticity, he even filmed part of the production in Japan, using Japanese 
actors and actresses for the roles of Okinawans (18). Antics for ‘heartwarming’ laughter 
arose from the casual differences between American and Japanese, not Okinawan, 
cultures. Sneider’s original message to the U.S. administrators to be attentive to 
Okinawan culture was almost completely lost. Overlaying Okinawan society with 
Japanese culture compounded the ethnocentrism since Japan had conqueror the Ryukyu 
Kingdom and the Japanization of Okinawans preceded the American effort. In spite of 
that, the motion picture version was again a success. The film was nominated for the 
Golden Globe Award alongside The King and I. In 1962, eleven years after the publication 
of the original novel, Teahouse appeared on NBC as a Hallmark Hall of Fame special and 
again found success (21). 
 
In 1970, when Patrick produced Teahouse as a musical under the different title Lovely 
Ladies, Kind Gentlemen, he finally found the magic gone. The humor Americans once 
enjoyed was no longer funny amid the Vietnam quagmire. The clash of cultures could be 
no laughing matter now that it was once again a matter of life and death in a different 
part of Asia. With the rise of civil rights movement, American viewers had more trouble 
accepting the Sakini character, wearing a so-called yellow face, a form of theatrical 
makeup used by Caucasian performers to represent an East Asian. The musical version 
closed after only sixteen performances. By pure coincidence, sixteen months after the 
death of Teahouse, the United States ended the occupation and returned Okinawa to 
Japan (25-26). 
 
Sarantakes argues that the rise and decline of Teahouse occurred completely outside the 
political and diplomatic context. In illustrating how Teahouse had no influence on the 
way the United States ruled Okinawa, Sarantakes implies that the colonial occupation of 
Okinawa was not just a failure of politics. By accepting Teahouse as light-hearted 
entertainment, unaware of Sneider’s original satiric bent, various sections of the 
American public unwittingly supported and even cheered for the wrong (according to 
Sneider) U.S. foreign policy in Okinawa. 
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Christina Klein, in her Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-
1961, shows how Washington’s policy makers and the middlebrow American public 
attempted to create a culture of global integration, in which Americans and Asians 
emotionally bonded under U.S. leadership in Asia.3 Teahouse likely appealed to the 
middlebrow imagination as much as Richard Rogers and Oscar Hammerstein’s South 
Pacific (a 1949 Broadway musical and 1958 film) and The King and I (a1951 Broadway 
musical and 1956 film). It is possible that the American audience who enjoyed Teahouse 
in various presentations felt they bonded with Okinawans and Japanese through laughter. 
But none of the Teahouse productions depicted any American attempts at cultural 
integration. The American public has never been a monolith, not even during the Cold 
War. Some Americans supported the idea of global Americanization, as Klein argues, but 
others decried such attempts. Overall U.S. foreign policy in Asia might have taken a 
different course, but only if this criticism had materialized in some kind of political 
movement to reform Washington’s administration of Okinawa. As the title of 
Sarantakes’s article suggests, Teahouse was indeed in some sense a “tempest in a teapot,” 
even as it proves to be a meaty case for historians. 
 
Sarantakes’s examination of a gamut of responses to the four presentations of Teahouse 
story over the two decades provides fascinating analytical suggestions for other scholars 
to consider. One of them is the American government’s multi-faceted relationship with 
culture. When John Patrick sterilized Sneider’s political allegory, this aligned with U.S. 
Army efforts to minimize “any coverage of the reality that Okinawa was more or less a 
U.S. colony” (8). As a result, Teahouse as such was allowed to stand as “the only sustained 
examination of U.S. policies towards the island available to the public during the 
occupation era” (9). Moreover, as Oscar Karlweis, the Austrian actor who played Sakini in 
the Vienna production astutely observed, Teahouse was a charming piece of publicity for 
the United States because the laughter about the U.S. military bureaucracy showed how 
Washington valued the freedom of expression in allowing this play to be staged both 
inside and outside the country (16). The more the public laughed at and enjoyed 
Teahouse, the more they inadvertently endorsed the U.S. occupation of Okinawa. 
Incidentally, Sarantakes points out that Europeans did not miss Sneider’s original 
political themes even in the play. But they had fun anyway because they got a kick out of 
seeing the “wily native Okinawans” teaching the meddling Yankees some lessons (12). 
This raises the question of which social and cultural conditions led to this difference in 
reception and openness to engagement with politics through art. 
 
The anecdotes Sarantakes introduces in also successfully add more dimension to the 
circumstances surrounding the production of Teahouse, even if they had no relevance to 
Washington’s foreign policymaking. As mentioned, Patrick sought to distill Teahouse into 

3 Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961 (University 
of California Press, 2003). 
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a lucrative light-hearted comedy. His subsequent feud with Sneider showed that he had 
no remorse in deviating from Sneider’s commentary on government policy and even 
suggested that the financial gains from the adaptation should have appeased Sneider. The 
actor Marlon Brando’s abhorrence of the film had nothing to do with him playing Sakini 
or the film’s depiction of Okinawa and everything to do with the scene-stealing Glenn 
Ford who played Fisby (18). While Brando was famous for his egalitarian approach to 
race, he does not appear to have had any pithy observations concerning the U.S. rule of 
Okinawa. For that matter, if an Asian-American actor had been cast as Sakini in the 1970 
musical version thanks to the civil rights movement, his primary concern probably would 
have been his career, not Okinawa. Foreign policy was not the priority of every person 
involved in Asia-related business. This realization is refreshing because it prevents us 
from trying to interpret such actors’ words and actions in an extremely narrow context 
and to extrapolate their visions of geopolitics in Asia even when they didn’t have any. 
 
If there are issues I would add to Sarantakes’s study of Teahouse, one of them is the 
Japanese reception of its various incarnations. Every time I show my Japanese students 
the film, they look perplexed and disgusted, and some even crack up in despair. They do 
not find any aspect of the film funny−from Brando’s Sakini, geisha girls flirting with the 
GIs, to the villagers constantly nodding and bowing with servile smirks. They call the film 
clueless and find it a challenge to learn anything from it. Even as Sneider tried to portray 
the Okinawan culture in a positive light, it should be remembered that he devised a plot 
where local Okinawans gave two Juri girls (the Okinawan term for prostitutes/stage 
performers/priestesses) to Captain Fisby as a gift. Some scholars argue that Teahouse’s 
immense popularity was partly due to the hilarious depiction of U.S. servicemen 
stationed in Asia never being able to escape local prostitutes, an image that quickly 
became a permanent entry of the American popular cultural lexicon.4 
 
In this context, I would like to quickly discuss some other Japanese receptions of 
Teahouse. In 1954, an attempt to perform the stage version in Okinawa was aborted amid 
the island-wide fierce popular protest against the forced land confiscation by the U.S. 
army. While Sneider’s novel was translated into Japanese and published in 1956, the work 
never received much attention in Japan because the American oppressive rule of Okinawa 
was already established knowledge among Japanese people. When the MGM film version 
was shot in Japan, the production received a boost from a band of big-name Japanese 
actors, actresses, musicians, and dance choreographers, in collaboration with Tōei, 
Japan’s leading film distribution company. Machiko Kyō, who played the geisha offered to 
Fisby as a gift, had the lead role in Rashomon (1950), directed by Akira Kurosawa, and also 
in Ugetsu (1953), directed by Kenji Mizoguchi. Both films received critical acclaim at the 
Venice Film Festival in 1951 and 1953 respectively. For her performance in Teahouse, she 

4 Alexandra Chung Suh, ‘Movie in My Mind’: American Culture and Military Prostitution in Asia 
(Dissertation, Columbia University, 2001); Edith Wen-Chu Chen, Encyclopedia of Asian American Issues 
Today (Clio, 2010).  
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was nominated for the 14th Golden Glove Award for Best Leading Actress in Motion 
Picture, Musical or Comedy, along with Marilyn Monroe, Debbie Reynolds, and Deborah 
Kerr, with Kerr winning the award for her role in King and I. Nevertheless, the film, which 
premiered in both Okinawa and Japan in 1957, was a failure because the Japanese viewers 
considered their portrayal to be too offensive.5 
 
In 2008 the Okinawa Prefectural Museum and Art Museum jointly sponsored a film 
viewing after half a century of hiatus, sparking an interest in Teahouse for the first time in 
Japan. In September 2011, a symposium on the film version of Teahouse took place in 
Okinawa, sponsored by a research grant awarded by the Japan Society for the Promotion 
of Science. In spite of its racist portrayals of Japanese characters, the Japanese public and 
scholars, though still limited in number, are discovering and are fascinated by Teahouse’s 
disapproval of the U.S. military presence in Okinawa. 
 
More than fifty years after the original publication of The Teahouse, the time is ripe for 
another cross-cultural collaboration. I propose that American and Japanese scholars 
pursue joint research on Teahouse. Japanese scholars such as Izumi Yoshimura, Shōko 
Yonaha, Risa Nagayama and Yukinori Tokuyama have published articles analyzing 
Teahouse as a clue to understanding the multiple-layers of the American administration 
of Okinawa.6  As numerous studies have shown, the road from foreign policy to culture is 
direct, and its effects more immediate than had been imagined.  Sarantakes’s article 
serves as a welcome invitation for international scholars to use materials like Teahouse to 
think through what factors and conditions must be met on the reverse journey from 
cultural critique to foreign policy. 
 
Yukiko Koshiro (Ph.D., Columbia University) is Professor of History at Nihon University 
College of International Relations, Japan. Her publications include: Trans-Pacific Racisms 
and the U.S. Occupation of Japan (Columbia University Press, 1999), which received the 
2001 Masayoshi Ohira Memorial Award, and Imperial Eclipse: Japan’s Strategic Thinking 

5 Shōko Yonaha, “Hachigatsu Jūgoya no Chaya” no gen-fūkei – Juri to tsuji bunka to Okinawa no 
aidentitī (1) (Original landscape of “The Teahouse of August Moon” –the Okinawan identity through the 
examinations of Juri and Tsuji Culture [1]), Report of the Outcome of Research Funded by the Japan Society 
for the Promotion of Science (2006-2007).   http://geo.yuminuyu.com/ronbun05.html  

6 Izumi Yoshimura, “Eiga ni kakareta sei to minzoku no fuken-teki shihai kōzō – Tairiku Sanbusaku 
to “Hachigatsu Jūgoya no Chaya” no bunseki o tsūjite” (Structure of paternal control of sex/gender and 
race/ethnicity as portrayed in cinematography – comparative analysis of the “Continental Trilogy” and “The 
Teahouse of August Moon,” MA thesis, Nagoya University, 1996);  Shōko Yonaha, “Hachigatsu Jūgoya no 
Chaya” no gen-fūkei – Juri to tsuji bunka to Okinawa no aidentitī, ibid.; Risa Nagayama, “Tīhausu 
demokurasī: Vān Sunaidā no “Hachigatsu Jūgoya no Chaya” ni okeru minshu-ka”( Teahouse Democracy: the 
issue of democratization discussed in Vern Sneider’s “The Teahouse of August Moon”), Southern Review, no. 
27, 2012; Yukinori Tokuyama, “Vān Sunaidā no shōsetsu “Hachigatsu Jūgoya no Chaya”—Beikoku Senryō-
gun seifu ni misuterareta keiku-kyōkun” (Vern Sneider’s The House of the August Moon – a lesson 
disregarded by the U.S. military government), “ Chiiki Kenkyū  (Regional Studies) vol. 11, 2013. 
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about Continental Asia before August 1945 (Cornell University Press, 2013), which has 
been translated into Chinese (2014) and Japanese (forthcoming). Her current research 
topic is the underexplored history of U.S.-Japan interactions in the field of technology 
after World War II. 
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